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Given the white homonormativity of LGBTQ+ leisure spaces, diverse LGBTQ+ people (such as 
cisgender lesbian, bisexual, and queer (LBQ) women, transgender and gender nonconforming 
(TGNC) individuals, and racialized LGBTQ+ people) have been found to have social and health 
inequities within LGBTQ+ leisure spaces due to their intersectionality as racial, sexual, and gender 
minorities, among other social identities. LGBTQ+ leisure spaces, such as LGBTQ+ community 
centres and recreation groups, provide opportunities for identity development and contribute to the 
overall well-being of LGBTQ+ people. These so-called ‘safe spaces,’ however, can be sites of 
discrimination for diverse LGBTQ+ people, arguably due to dominant groups reinforcing 
whiteness and white privilege in those spaces. This article presents literature that critiques 
LGBTQ+-specific safe spaces and provides recommendations for the practice of inclusion within 
these spaces for diverse LGBTQ+ people. Given the potential positive outcomes associated with 
LGBTQ+ leisure spaces, a better understanding of problematic LGBTQ+ leisure spaces is vital for 
professionals in social work and allied fields to develop interventions and policies for use within 
those spaces that support LGBTQ+ people’s overall well-being, as well as consider frameworks 
of diversity and inclusion. To construct inclusive LGBTQ+ leisure spaces for diverse LGBTQ+ 
people, an interrogation and deconstruction of both heteronormativity and homonormativity are 
necessary within and outside those settings. This can be done through the creation of safer spaces, 












LGBTQ+1 leisure spaces are socially and culturally constructed venues, both virtual and physical, 
where LGBTQ+ people spend their free time (Goldberg, 2016; Iwasaki, 2008). These spaces offer 
LGBTQ+ people opportunities to develop their sexual and/or gender identities and contribute to 
their overall well-being (Goldberg, 2016; Kubicek et al., 2013; Valentine & Skelton, 2003). 
LGBTQ+ leisure spaces might be commercial, such as circuit dance parties, gay bars, and 
saunas/bath houses, or community-based, such as LGBTQ+ community centres, LGBTQ+ sports 
and recreation clubs, and ball events (Doderer, 2011; Goldberg, 2016). These spaces are 
considered safe spaces where LGBTQ+ people can escape heterosexism and cisgenderism (Lewis 
& Johnson, 2011; Monro, 2010), freely express themselves (Goldberg, 2016; Kubicek et al., 2013), 
and develop a sense of community (Arnold et al., 2018; Kubicek et al., 2013; Valentine & Skelton, 
2003); these outcomes are important for a person’s well-being. As such, LGBTQ+ leisure spaces 
contribute to LGBTQ+ people’s resilience.  
 
While LGBTQ+ leisure spaces might be considered sources that build resilience and can help 
LGBTQ+ people overcome or evade systemic oppression related to their sexual identity, these 
same settings might not be safe for individuals who hold multiple marginal identities, as the 
intersectionality of these identities contributes to differing experiences and outcomes than for those 
who have dominant identities (Bowleg, 2013; McCall, 2005; McConnell et al., 2018). Racialized 
LGBTQ+ people experience discrimination, including heterosexism and racism, in the general 
population, the LGBTQ+ communities, and their racial communities (Balsam et al., 2015; Han, 
2007; Jaspal, 2017). Similarly, cisgender lesbian, bisexual, and queer (cis-LBQ) women, 
transgender and gender nonconforming (TGNC) individuals experience other forms of oppression, 
such as sexism and cisgenderism, within the general population and LGBTQ+ communities 
(Toomey et al., 2017; Wilkens, 2016). This marginalization is due to actions perpetrated by these 
individuals’ peers and organizational leaders, as well as organizational norms and practices, all of 
which can potentially threaten an individual’s social well-being2 in these spaces and their overall 
mental health. 
 
The purpose of this article is to critique LGBTQ+-specific safe spaces and provide 
recommendations for the practice of inclusion within these spaces for diverse LGBTQ+ people, 
including cis-LBQ women, TGNC individuals, and racialized LGBTQ+ people. This article 
 
1
 LGBTQ+ is used in this paper to include all diverse sexual and gender minorities. The plus (+) is intended to 
represent additional identities not identified in the preceding acronym, as well as the diverse lived experiences of 
members of the LGBTQ+ community. In essence, the plus symbolizes love, acceptance, and the embracing of 
everyone in the LGBTQ+ community. 
 
2
 Social well-being is defined as the ability to function in society and can encompass a variety of dimensions, including 
social integration, social contribution, social coherence, social actualization, and social acceptance (Keyes, 1998). 





presents literature that describe issues related to understanding whether it would be reasonable to 
expect LGBTQ+ leisure spaces to be inclusive spaces for diverse LGBTQ+ people, while 
addressing concerns of a white homonormativity that exists within LGBTQ+ leisure spaces (Carter 
& Baliko, 2017; Duggan, 2002; Nash, 2013). This paper applies intersectionality to social work 
and leisure studies research that examines the experiences of diverse LGBTQ+ people within 
LGBTQ+ leisure spaces, particularly around their inclusion and oppression within these spaces. 
The paper starts by outlining intersectionality and diverse LGBTQ+ people, describing how 
LGBTQ+ leisure spaces are both safe and detrimental for participants, discussing what white 
homonormativity looks like within LGBTQ+ leisure spaces, and concluding with considerations 
for inclusion and safety in LGBTQ+ leisure spaces. Better understanding of problematic LGBTQ+ 
leisure spaces is vital for professionals in social work and allied fields to understand the nuanced 
lived experiences of diverse LGBTQ+ people, informing their micro, meso, and macro-level 
practices with diverse LGBTQ+ people and LGBTQ+ community leaders. Furthermore, this 
deeper understanding will support the development of interventions and policies that contribute to 
diverse LGBTQ+ people’s overall well-being, as well as consider frameworks of diversity and 
inclusion.  
 
Intersectionality and Diverse LGBTQ+ People 
 
Race and gender (among other identities) compound the experiences of LGBTQ+ individuals. 
Unfortunately, much of the scholarship on sexual identity and heterosexism has often lacked 
considerations of intersectionality (Carastathis, 2016), whereby the multiplicity of identities and 
concomitant systems of power interact to contribute to individuals’ understanding of the world 
(Collins & Bilge, 2016). Conceptualizations of identities cannot be understood in isolation from 
context, such that identities vary in importance depending on the context (e.g., as people age, entry 
into different environments) and shape individuals’ experiences across different contexts (Bowleg, 
2013; Chan & Erby, 2018). This variation is due to the existence of power and the interactions 
with systems of domination in those settings.  
 
Collins and Bilge (2016) proposed a framework for intersectionality as an analytic tool, describing: 
social inequality (e.g., examine injustices across various social identities), relationality (e.g., study 
interconnections through a both/and perspective), power (e.g., look at power dynamics across the 
different domains), social context (e.g., contextualize experiences via an analysis of the 
environment), complexity (e.g., analyze the multifaceted world), and social justice (e.g., seek 
fairness in/through the inquiry). Collins and Bilge (2016) also described intersectionality as an 
analytic tool that functions simultaneously as critical inquiry and praxis; both of which are used as 
an approach for conducting research and an instrument for empowering people to influence social 
change. That is, intersectionality is not just used to describe phenomena, but also to take a stand 
against injustices. In a way, intersectionality seeks to decolonize spaces through its interrogation 





work involves moving beyond discourses of identity and differences to questioning the existing 
dominant structures and historical colonialism that produce those identities and differences 
(Caratathis, 2016; Collins & Bilge, 2016). Furthermore, the use of intersectionality can be 
decolonizing by creating space for marginalized knowledge and lived experiences to flourish, 
while also ensuring dominant and colonial structures are interrogated.  
 
Intersectionality arose from the work of Black feminists (Carastathis, 2016; Collins & Bilge, 2016; 
McCall, 2005; Parent et al., 2013), and has informed the field of social work to better address the 
needs of diverse populations. Intersectionality is well-connected to social work due to the field’s 
history of critical praxis, where theory and practice are interconnected (Collins & Bilge, 2016). 
Unfortunately, intersectionality research that connects gender identity, sexual identity, and 
race/ethnicity has been limited (Parent et al., 2013). Much of intersectionality research has focused 
on Black women’s experiences (Bowleg, 2013); however, attention on other racialized sexual and 
gender minorities’ experiences would provide a new dimension to understanding  intersectionality, 
particularly within the context of a white, heterosexual, patriarchal society. Some studies have 
focused on cis-LBQ women, TGNC individuals, and racialized LGBTQ+ people and their 
experience of discrimination, including in LGBTQ+-friendly bars (Held, 2017; Jaspal, 2017; 
Wilkens, 2016), sports settings (Carter & Baliko, 2017; Walker & Melton, 2015), and LGBTQ+ 
neighbourhoods (Knee, 2018; Rosenberg, 2017), but they do not necessarily focus on what makes 
those spaces problematic for these groups beyond interpersonal experiences. If LGBTQ+ leisure 
spaces are to benefit all participants, including those marginalized because of their race and/or 
gender, it is important to understand the social structure within these spaces that contribute to 
diverse LGBTQ+ people’s marginalization. Using intersectionality to examine LGBTQ+ leisure 
spaces would facilitate a deeper understanding of the colonial history of these very spaces created 
to enhance the lives of all LGBTQ+ people. 
 
LGBTQ+ Leisure Spaces as Safe Spaces and Their Downsides 
 
With social work’s primary goals of fostering social justice and enabling social well-being within 
spaces where individuals live, work, learn, and play (Canadian Association of Social Workers, 
2005), safe and inclusive spaces for LGBTQ+ people are vital to their overall well-being. Safe 
spaces centre around safety, comfort, and the inclusion of people with marginalized identities, 
while also allowing people to participate without fear of reprisal (Arao & Clemens, 2013; Fox, 
2010). Safe spaces have been created, often in the context of schools and workplaces, to ensure all 
participants feel comfortable and affirmed in their specific identities, such as LGBTQ+ safe spaces 
for sexual and gender minorities (Arao & Clemens, 2013; Fox, 2010). Safe spaces for LGBTQ+ 
people are settings where individuals can feel accepted and openly express their identities (Fox, 
2007), and more recent discussions about safety in schools have expanded to encompass equity 
and inclusion rather than fixating on safety (Johnston, 2016; Lenning, 2017; Waling & Roffee, 





individuals feel included, in spite of their diverse social identities (Goldberg, 2016; Lewis & 
Johnson, 2011), abilities (Jeanes & Magee, 2012; Smart et al., 2018), or socioeconomic status 
(Goldberg, 2016; Knee, 2018; Rosenberg, 2017).  
 
LGBTQ+ spaces are valuable in providing legitimacy to people’s LGBTQ+ identities. Inclusion 
in LGBTQ+ spaces can be influenced at six levels: 1) individual experience; 2) interpersonal 
interactions; 3) group norms and experiences; 4) leaders and leadership; 5) organizational policies, 
practices, and climate; and 6) societal values and ideologies (Theriault, 2017). Spaces are imbued 
with meaning through social interactions, practices, policies, norms, values, signs, and symbols 
(Kelly & Muñoz‐Laboy, 2005; Markwell, 1998). Through these aspects, spaces can embody the 
power and privilege of occupants through their different forms of capital, such as cultural, 
economic, social, and symbolic capital (Skeggs, 1999; Slavin, 2004). Individuals can develop a 
sense of community in LGBTQ+ leisure spaces through shared understanding and experiences of 
social exclusion in other settings (Fileborn, 2014). Furthermore, the safety of these spaces relates 
to refuge for LGBTQ+ people from a heterosexist/cisgenderist society (Lewis & Johnson, 2011; 
Monro, 2010), as well as opportunities for LGBTQ+ people to form a sense of self and community 
(Arnold et al., 2018; Goldberg, 2016; Kubicek et al., 2013) and to be socially accepted (Valentine 
& Skelton, 2003; Wong et al., 2014). Such spaces also allow LGBTQ+ individuals to express their 
complex sexual and gender identities (Kubicek et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2014). Safety of these 
spaces can be enhanced by symbols, signs, and discursive practices that seek to normalize 
LGBTQ+ identities (Fox, 2007).  
 
Notwithstanding the advantages of safe spaces, these sites can implicitly uphold systems of 
oppression, such as heterosexism and cisgenderism, because they tend not to address social 
inequities, but rather mask them (Carastathis, 2016; Fox, 2010). That is, these spaces are 
sanctuaries from the external oppressive society and exiting these sites may be problematic for 
some people. Furthermore, LGBTQ+ safe spaces have been criticized because they often focus on 
sexual and gender identity, while unintentionally leaving out the multiplicity of identities and 
intersectionality (Fox, 2010). In this vein, these spaces rely on the binarism of 
LGBTQ+/heterosexual, thereby creating a single, subordinated identity (e.g.., sexuality) around 
which the spaces are shaped (Fox, 2010). Unfortunately, this singularity fails to account for other 
oppressions (e.g., racism, sexism, ableism) and privileges (e.g., being white, male, able-bodied) 
that might exist. In fact, LGBTQ+ safe spaces have often been created from the perspective of 
white, masculine, cisgender, middle-class, able-bodied audience (Fox, 2010). Thus, individuals 
who do not fit these identities are socially excluded in these settings. Some examples of social 
exclusion in LGBTQ+ leisure spaces include: sexual racism on a gay cruise (Vo, 2020);  online 
dating profiles (Callander et al., 2012; Paul et al., 2010) through “preferences” or fetishization that 
use stereotypical characteristics for attraction and sexual desire; ageism within a LGBTQ+ 
neighbourhood (Simpson, 2013); gentrification of LGBTQ+ neighbourhoods pushing out 





transphobia, and fat phobia within LGBTQ+ sports spaces (Carter & Baliko, 2017; van Ingen, 
2002); and enforcing hegemonic masculinities within gay bars (Johnson, 2005). 
 
Inclusive spaces for LGBTQ+ people have often centred on sexual minorities and their 
marginalization, while excluding groups who also hold other subjugated identities (e.g., race, 
gender) and leave the other systems of oppression (e.g., racism, sexism, cisgenderism) 
unquestioned (Carastathis, 2016; Fox, 2010). Social exclusion within leisure spaces has damaging 
impacts because leisure experiences are essential for a person’s growth and development; leisure 
experiences contribute to well-being, self-esteem, relationships, and resilience (Iwasaki, 2008). 
The issues of inclusion and safety in leisure spaces are vital to understand how cis-LBQ women, 
TGNC individuals, and racialized LGBTQ+ people negotiate and resist the dominant discourses 
within supposed safe spaces, while also identifying factors that contribute to these different 
groups’ mental health and social well-being within those spaces.  
 
White Homonormativity in LGBTQ+ Leisure Spaces 
 
Homonormativity is the assumption that certain gay and lesbian groups are the norm, namely those 
that are middle-class, monogamous, and white (Duggan, 2002; Nash, 2013; Oswin, 2008). 
Homonormativity furthers a privatized, depoliticized gay culture centred around respectability and 
consumption (Duggan, 2002; Knee, 2018), and can have devastating effects, particularly for 
diverse LGBTQ+ people. Homonormativity within LGBTQ+ leisure spaces tends to uphold and 
maintain heteronormative assumptions and institutions (Duggan, 2002; Knee, 2018) and can 
privilege whiteness (Brown, 2012) in ways that can have colonial impacts. This homonormativity 
can contribute to exclusionary spaces for the diverse LGBTQ+ people who may not fit the norm 
of being white, middle-class, cisgender, or in monogamous relationships (Duggan, 2002; Nash, 
2013; Oswin, 2008; Puar, 2017). As such, some people who fit the homonormative identities (e.g., 
white, middle-class, cisgender) have been able to benefit from the liberation and inclusion 
narratives within mainstream society, while others (e.g., people of colour, working-class, TGNC) 
are denied the same privileges and remain marginalized (Brown, Browne, & Lim, 2009). It is 
within the contexts of mainstream LGBTQ+ leisure spaces where cis-LBQ women, TGNC 
individuals, and racialized LGBTQ+ people become “othered” (Ahmed, 2002), a colonial context 
where their bodies become defined, confined, and policed by those in dominant groups, as well as 
by those who have also been “othered”. The negative impact can include almost an erasure of 
people who do not fit homonormative identities and their lived experiences through an assimilation 
process (Podmore, 2013). Moreover, white homonormativity can mask exclusionary practices 
through complicity with social norms and reproduction of power relations (Browne & Bakshi, 
2011; Puar, 2017). The use of “white homonormativity” places emphasis on contexts where 
whiteness dominates within LGBTQ+ communities (such as Canada and the United States), where 
norms and practices that (re)produce superiority are normative, and where white (male) bodies are 






Whiteness has often been equated to classism, patriarchy, and masculinity. These systems of 
domination seek to keep marginalized people subordinated, while also shaping the different spaces 
that exist and people’s sense of safety within these settings. Therefore, it is imperative to address 
these common threads of discrimination. Furthermore, LGBTQ+ politics and culture have often 
centred around an imaginative history of LGBTQ+ communities that is based on a reframing of 
the LGBTQ+ liberation stories of the 1969 Stonewall riots through a white narrative (Greey, 2018) 
and a commercial or consumer-based society within the United States (Callander et al., 2012). This 
focus has contributed to a whiteness and homonormativity of social norms and leisure patterns 
across global LGBTQ+ communities (Callander et al., 2012; Greey, 2018). That is, who belongs 
and who can afford to belong in these spaces. 
 
Homonormativity acts within these leisure spaces to allow some people to move more freely in 
and through such spaces, while excluding others who are deemed outsiders (Doan, 2015; Held, 
2017). For example, diverse LGBTQ+ people are policed by other participants of LGBTQ+ leisure 
spaces in ways that uphold neoliberal, white, upper-class normative values (Knee, 2018; 
Rosenberg, 2017) and privilege white bodies (Carter & Baliko, 2017; Held, 2017) through policies 
about venue entry (e.g., who is allowed to enter, how one can enter), practices of looking and 
touching (e.g., who can touch, what can be touched on the body), and expressions of sexual desire 
(e.g., flirting). These practices negatively impact an individual’s sense of belonging and contribute 
to their feelings out of place (Held, 2017). Dominant groups have reinforced whiteness and white 
privilege in many LGBTQ+ spaces (Logie & Rwigema, 2014), resulting in the oppression and 
exclusion of diverse LGBTQ+ people in those spaces (Rosenberg, 2017). Focusing on sexual 
minorities and not gender minorities, Logie and Rwigema (2014) noted how, for example, white 
privilege could be perpetuated through exclusionary discourses and spatialized practices that 
maintain racial boundaries, make invisible or objectify racialized LGBTQ+ people, and/or portray 
them as sexually undesirable by white LGBTQ+ individuals. The media may also contribute to the 
privileging of whiteness within LGBTQ+ spaces and the invisibility of diverse LGBTQ+ people 
(Logie & Rwigema, 2014; Roy, 2012) by using white male-centric imagery. Therefore, it is 
valuable to interrogate whiteness and its discursive power within LGBTQ+ research within leisure 
spaces. In particular, further examinations are needed about assumptions that equate gay with 
white, as well as the ways social structures of leisure spaces reify differences based on social 
identities, such as race, gender, and class (Knee, 2018). To construct inclusive LGBTQ+ 
communities and leisure spaces for people with intersectional identities and experiences, an 
interrogation and deconstruction of both heteronormativity and homonormativity are necessary 
within and outside those settings.  
 
Another example of white homonormativity relates to gentrification, which has been, generally, a 
result of in-migration of upper-class cisgender gay men (Brown, 2014) and further marginalization 





homonormativity with capitalism to support the exclusion of certain groups, specifically those of 
the working-class, cis-LBQ women, and racialized LGBTQ+ people. Therefore, LGBTQ+ spaces 
are racialized, gendered, sexualized, and classed in ways that maintain social inequities and 
oppression. The exclusion of certain individuals from entering and feeling welcomed in these 
spaces points to the importance of other ways to engage in leisure outside of the commercial 
venues.  
 
Intersectionality provides a way of understanding how safety in leisure spaces can be jeopardized 
due to the multiplicity of identities, which could be accomplished through critical analysis of the 
different structures and resources within these settings that would impact individuals’ experiences 
and life outcomes. When individuals are forming their identities, it is a major challenge as they 
require spaces where they can learn about themselves and their own identities, as well as find 
communities where they belong. It is valuable to consider coalitions where, while some identities 
may not fit perfectly, there is harmony and openness to coalesce together as a way of resisting 
external systems of oppression (Carastathis, 2016). Spaces of resistance supplement individual and 
group ability to succeed and overcome or mitigate negative impacts of discrimination.  
 
Considerations for Inclusion and Safer LGBTQ+ Leisure Spaces 
 
This article explored diverse LGBTQ+ individuals’ experiences of social exclusion and 
discrimination in LGBTQ+ leisure spaces and the value of intersectionality in improving these 
individuals’ inclusion and social well-being. One approach to creating inclusive LGBTQ+ leisure 
spaces is to conceptualize them as safer spaces. While “safe spaces” have been created from a 
white, male, middle-class perspective that offers a false sense of safety for people of diverse social 
locations, “safer spaces” are sites that allow uncomfortable dialogues to take place and provide 
opportunities for LGBTQ+ people with multiple intersecting identities to interact collegially 
despite their differences (Fox, 2010). Safer spaces relate to Reynolds’ (2014) “safe-enough spaces” 
where participants are permitted to struggle in solidarity and with compassion, or Arao & Clemens’ 
(2013) “brave spaces” where participants are encouraged to take risks in their learning within their 
zones of discomfort. The use of intersectionality is valuable in the analysis of spaces to determine 
how safety has been shaped by intersecting identities in those settings (Doan, 2015). Safer spaces 
allow marginalized individuals to interrogate and challenge the negative narratives and stereotypes 
about themselves to help develop positive self-concepts (Case & Hunter, 2012). Furthermore, safer 
spaces require a critical questioning of whiteness to be truly inclusive of the range of LGBTQ+ 
identities (Fox, 2007). These settings contest exclusionary practices that oppress people through 
an interplay of identities as individuals enter different contexts (Carastathis, 2016). 
 
While traditional LGBTQ+ leisure spaces may be oppressive for LGBTQ+ people who hold other 
marginalized identities, safer spaces, such as counterspaces (Case & Hunter, 2012; van Ingen, 





potentially resist dominant and exclusionary norms and practices. Counterspaces are defined as 
settings that encourage positive identities among subordinated people (e.g., sexual and gender 
minorities, racialized individuals, cisgender women) by interrogating dominant stereotypes and 
narratives about these individuals (Case & Hunter, 2012). Challenging negative conceptualizations 
of marginalized individuals within counterspaces can occur via three processes: narrative identity 
work (e.g., giving meaning to oneself and others by contesting stories about them, including 
oppression narratives, resistance narratives, and reimagined personal narratives), acts of resistance 
(e.g., actions that individuals take to interrogate the systems of oppression in their lives), and direct 
relational transactions (e.g., how counterspace members interact with one another to contribute to 
each other’s ability to adapt to the adversities associated with their marginalization) (Case & 
Hunter, 2012).  
 
One example of counterspaces is ball communities, common among TGNC and racialized 
individuals, where individuals form chosen families as necessary supports to navigate life 
challenges and engage in activities that shape positive identities, self-confidence, and pride 
(Arnold et al., 2018; Kubicek et al., 2013). Within these spaces of resistance, participants foster 
resilience through free expression and acceptance of their multiple marginal identities in the face 
of discrimination within greater society. For social workers, counterspaces may be unique sites for 
learning about the various factors and processes that contribute to participants’ resilience and 
resistance within these counterspaces. Doing so would inform social workers’ practices to work 
with diverse LGBTQ+ clients and community leaders in addressing inequities and identify 





Diverse LGBTQ+ people have been found to have social and health inequities within LGBTQ+ 
leisure spaces due to their intersectionality as racial, sexual, and gender minorities, among other 
social identities. As with the aim of any critical research, it is important to not only describe 
injustices but take a stand against those inequities and seek strategies to impact change. To do so, 
it would require social workers and professionals from allied fields to reframe their understanding 
of LGBTQ+ leisure spaces (and other contexts) through a whiteness lens, learn about spaces of 
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